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ABSTRACT
Since 1902, 4-H Youth Development programs have been implemented by
Cooperative Extension Agents or Educators for teaching, influencing, and leading youth
to new life skills that can shape and influence their futures. The motto of 4-H is “learn by
doing” and is practiced with a hands-on learning approach. During the COVID-19
Pandemic, 4-H programs and clubs around the nation were confined to home or distance
learning and no group interaction, some even still confined to virtual-only events. This
study analyzes how 4-H, specifically in South Carolina, was implemented without
meeting in person.
4-H participants and their parents in South Carolina appreciated the efforts put
forth by the 4-H Agents, Specialists, Educators, and Volunteers during the COVID-19
Pandemic. Quantitative data revealed there was a change in knowledge after participating
in the virtual and take-home activities. The data also revealed that participants who were
not already 4-H members were planning on joining their local chapter of 4-H in the
upcoming program year. Qualitative data and interviews revealed two main themes:
communication (before and during COVID-19) as well as positive and negative 4-H
Agent/Volunteer leader impacts on involvement and retention.
Future recommendations include, but are not limited to, gathering more input
from 4-H youth and their families to understand needs and ensure programs are relevant
and appealing to all eligible persons, plus instruction be delivered to Extension
professionals to consistently create surveys using 4-H Common Measures.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Land-grant universities across the United States are home to Cooperative
Extension Services for each state, serving as an extension of the university’s resources to
each county in a given state (Gould et al., 2014). Those university resources come in the
form of Extension Agents, Specialists, and Educators who have a degree or background
relevant to their area of specialization (Contributor, 2020). Extension professionals are
the connection between the public and the university; therefore, they must be adaptable to
a variety of teaching and learning styles to meet the needs of their constituents (Cooper &
Graham, 2001). “In the last decade, Cooperative Extension has rapidly diversified its
portfolio in many ways to respond to the needs of people in our rapidly changing society,
including adapting to online learning environments and ‘the cloud’ (Gould et al.,
2014, para. 7).
Cooperative Extension is comprised of different branches that pertain to “key
issue areas” (APLU, n.d., p.2) such as: food safety and security, healthy communities, 4H youth development, water quality and use, food systems and safety, farmer well-being
and mental health, disaster preparedness, response, and recovery; natural resources
management, economic and community development; urban horticulture, and next
generation farmers. The Extension professional that represents one or more key issue
areas, or program areas, is referred to as an Agent, Educator, or Specialist in that
area. Each state’s Cooperative Extension Service has these or similar programs that are
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tailored to fit the need of that state (Gould et al., 2014). This thesis will be focusing on
one particular branch, 4-H Youth Development.
South Carolina is home to two land-grant universities, Clemson University and
South Carolina State University; both whom serve the public through Cooperative
Extension. Clemson University is an 1862 Land-Grant Institution, meaning it was
established through the Morrill Act of 1862. According to Croft (2019) with the
Congressional Research Service, this act meant that “each state would receive 30,000
acres of federal land for each member of the Senate and House of Representatives it had
in Congress at the time” (p. 5). The sale of this land funded the establishment of a college
to teach agriculture, engineering, and military arts. South Carolina State University’s
Extension service was established through the Morrill Act of 1890, which was primarily
for the establishment of Historically Black College and Universities (HBCU) land-grant
institutions. The establishment of 1890 land-grant institution extension services allowed
for greater reach and prohibited racial discrimination (Croft, 2019). Both universities
offer 4-H Youth Development programs through their respective Extension services. This
study will focus on the Clemson Cooperative Extension’s 4-H Youth Development
program (South Carolina 4-H).
The 4-H Youth Development program is offered to youth ranging in age from five
to 18 years old (National 4-H Council, n.d.-b). The Agents, Specialists, Educators, and
Volunteers leading this charge serve as teachers and positive adult mentors to aid in
youths’ development of life skills that can prepare them for the future (McNeill, 2010).
Coincidentally, parents can learn new skills and information through their child(ren)’s
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participation (Fink, 2020). Additionally, 4-H is often considered to be handson learning, as the National 4-H Council (n.d.-b) describes:
4-H programs are grounded in the belief that kids learn best by doing. Kids and
teens complete hands-on projects in areas like science, health, agriculture, and
civic engagement, in a positive environment where they receive guidance from
adult mentors and are encouraged to take on proactive leadership roles. (para. 3)
That is, until the COVID-19 Pandemic struck the United States.
The emergence of SARS-CoV-2 was first observed when cases of unexplained
pneumonia were noted in the city of Wuhan, China (WHO, 2021a, p. 9). According to the
World Health Organization (WHO), the exact cause of the virus was unknown but the
commonality among the infected was that all had visited the Wuhan Huanan Seafood
Wholesale Market as operating dealers and vendors before the end of 2019. Bats were
identified as the hosts of several zoonotic viruses, including coronaviruses that were
similar to what was spreading throughout the market (WHO, 2021a). The spread of SASCoV-2, which became known as COVID-19, was rapid and infected any human in its
path (WHO, 2021a). Those who had weaker immune systems or were older in age were
infected more easily than younger people (Begley, 2020). Infections could be
asymptomatic, cause a mild illness, or result in severe disease or death (WHO, 2021a).
Globally, as of June 2021, there have been over 175 million confirmed cases of COVID19, including just shy of four million deaths reported to WHO (WHO, 2021b).
The Pandemic brought uncertainty and fear to the United States, shutting down
schools, universities, businesses, and much more (Bauer et al., 2020). In South Carolina,
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the response to this public health emergency included numerous closures and redirection
of programs conducted by public agencies (see Exec. Order No. 2020-08). Clemson
Cooperative Extension sent staff home to work remotely in March 2020 in order to help
slow the spread of COVID-19. Dr. Tom Dobbins, Clemson Extension Director, stated
“While we cannot close down our services to our clientele, we must take every
precautionary measure and address their needs through telephone calls, emails and video
conferencing” (Dobbins, 2020). Cooperative Extension services nationwide quickly took
to the internet to create virtual solutions and alternatives to offset the lack of in-person
programming (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). “In our rapidly changing environment,
Cooperative Extension has to maintain contemporary relevance and documented impact
across the broad spectrum of our programming efforts” (Gould et al., 2014, para. 11), but
how can this be accomplished during a pandemic? The pandemic created unique
challenges for all 4-H program team members which required motivation, both intrinsic
and extrinsic (Calvert & Fabregas Janeiro, 2020), to overcome the obstacles presented.
The primary solution to the problem was offering virtual programming, both
through synchronous and asynchronous opportunities (Arnold & Rennekamp,
2020). Bryn Mawr College defines synchronous learning as “types of learning in which
learner(s) and instructor(s) are in the same place and at the same time, such as a live
online meeting” (Finol, 2020, para. 2). Similarly, asynchronous learning opportunities are
those where “learning can occur in different times and spaces particular to each learner
and their own pace” (Finol, 2020, para. 1). While this virtual solution, just like the K-12
schools’ approach, worked well for some, it did not work for all (Garbe, et al., 2020).
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Lack of internet, technology resources, knowledge of technology or internet, etc. held
many people back from participating that had grown so used to in-person activities and
opportunities (Morefield & Fabregas Janerio, 2020).
Prior to COVID-19, 4-H groups and clubs met in various locations, at varying
times to engage, study and practice, or for fellowship and celebration (Burnett et al.,
2000). These events would not be possible without the help of volunteers, of which, most
are commonly parents of members (McNeill, 2010). Parent volunteers are an active part
of 4-H programming and serve as part of the driving force of positive adult mentors
to aid participating youth (Garbe et al., 2020). Just like how parental participation and
involvement are greatly depended on for students’ success (Garbe, et al., 2020) it is the
same for 4-H youth’s success (Radhakrishna et al., 2013). Radhakrishna et al. (2013)
went on to explain that many clubs rely on parents as resources for projects, as well as
being the volunteer leader of clubs or groups. Parents usually have the greatest influence
on 4-H member enrollment and participation (Gill et al., 2010). Scott et al. (1990)
described that parental encouragement was a highly significant factor influencing project
completion.
Non-parental adults (McNeill, 2010) helped distribute 4-H programming
opportunities to youth via virtual platforms and take-home kits once Extension Offices
closed due to the Pandemic. These programming opportunities were meant to aid in athome learning with hands-on activities that, in most cases, were aligned with school
standards and to promote Positive Youth Development (PYD), which suggests that all
attempts should be made to match youth strengths and context of positive youth
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outcomes (Agans, 2014). It is no secret that COVID-19 has had an impact on PYD,
including a range of impacts from trauma, isolation, and the loss of relationships to daily
routines, and social outlets to name a few (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). With the
knowledge of these impacts, Extension professionals strive to remain “consistent
with [the] mission of positive youth development, [as] the 4-H program is uniquely
positioned to address and mitigate COVID-19 impacts on youths by focusing on building
youth assets and providing supportive contexts” (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020, para. 10).
Without the work of Agents, Specialists, Educators, and Volunteers, youth may
experience long-term mental health problems because they have not experienced
anything of this magnitude before (Liang et al., 2020).
COVID-19 has not only impacted youth, but also Extension 4-H youth
development leaders (Israel et al., 2020). Israel et al. (2020) and Harder and Narine
(2020) identified three components of personal competency – personal health
management, time management, and role management – that are all critical to top
performance on the job. All three competencies were affected by work-life balance issues
during COVID-19. The interruptions brought forth by COVID-19 affected daily
schedules and brought stress to Extension professionals (Israel et al., 2020). “The data
also suggest that Extension professionals' time management and role management have
been affected by several factors, including disruptions to normal working practices,
changing foci of programming, and impacts on home life” (Israel et al., 2020, para. 15).
Prior to shutdowns caused by the COVID-19 Pandemic, 4-H clubs conducted
meetings in person with leadership from Extension Agents, Educators, and Specialists, as
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well as 4-H Volunteers (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). Grégoire (2004) noted dedicated
staff and volunteers of the 4-H program have aided in evolving and adjusting to changing
needs. In a time of shutdowns and virtual programming (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020), it
is more important than ever to determine the extent to which 4-H members, particularly
in South Carolina, have still been positively impacted by efforts made by South Carolina
4-H Extension Agents, Educators, Specialists, and Volunteers.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
South Carolina 4-H’s natural resources projects have a program checklist to guide
new and seasoned 4-H Agents about operations of a project. This checklist is for assuring
all the parts of the project are completed in a timely manner, as well as create a uniform
chain of communication. Figure 1 is an example of one of the natural resources project’s
agent checklists. One of the checklist items is to distribute project newsletters to
participants that might not use an email address. The project newsletters are distributed
via email and those participants that do not have an email address could be missing out
on information about the project.
Figure 1
South Carolina 4-H Wildlife Food Plot Project Agent Checklist
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Another important item on the agent check list (Figure 1) is to encourage the
participants to complete the project evaluation online. 4-H Common Measures provides a
set of valid instruments that measure key outcomes of 4-H programs. “The Common
Measures are a set of self-report surveys used to describe youths’ 4-H experiences and
evaluate the effect of 4-H programming” (Hawley, n.d., p. 2). 4-H Common Measures
have three major purposes: describe youths’ 4-H experiences, evaluate 4-H programming,
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and inform of professional development practices. “Several questions on the Common
Measures directly ask youth to provide their opinion on their 4-H experience, so data
quality will be enhanced when youth understand they are part of 4-H” (Hawley, n.d., p.
3).

CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

McClelland’s Need for Achievement Theory
The theoretical framework undergirding this study was McClelland’s (1987) Need
for Achievement Theory. McClelland proposed a theory of motivation that is strongly
associated with learning concepts (Pardee, 1990). Pardee (1990) explains that the main
theme of McClelland’s theory is that needs are learned through coping environments.
McClelland’s (1987) theory is made up of three factors: a need for achievement, a need
for affiliation, and a need for power (Gill et al., 2010).
Figure 2
Conceptual Framework of Factors Affecting Retention, Based on McClelland’s
Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al., 2010)
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“According to the conceptual framework, the need for achievement can be met
through the projects that members complete and goals that they reach” (Gill et al., 2010,
para. 5). During the pandemic, many schools shut down and shifted to home-based
distance-learning models (Golberstein et al, 2020) and 4-H changed many of its learning
opportunities and projects to be free or low-cost, online, and printed resources to support
4-H families during school and club closures (Sirangelo, 2020). In the case of this study,
South Carolina 4-H Agents developed online curriculum that was relevant and
challenging for participants, and after successful completion of the virtual opportunities,
participants were awarded by being entered into drawings for 4-H member prize packs to
help them feel a sense of accomplishment.
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“The need for affiliation can be met through the relationships made with friends,
parents, siblings, and 4-H leaders. By joining 4-H, youth have the opportunity to
associate with a group of individuals with similar interests” (Gill et al., 2010). Even
though in-person meetings were suspended, 4-H produced resources to help youth stay
connected and engaged during the quarantine periods (Sirangelo, 2020). In South
Carolina, 4-H members had the opportunity to stay connected with their clubs via Zoom
meetings and individual counties highlighted members in action while at home on social
media (i.e., Facebook and Instagram) and in email newsletters.
Gill et al. (2010) discussed that in Pennsylvania 4-H, various leadership roles
assist in meeting the need for power. South Carolina 4-H members were offered
opportunities to apply for leadership roles, such as project area ambassadors (Livestock;
Natural Resources; Healthy Lifestyles; Science, Engineering, Mathematics & Technology
(STEM), state teen council officers, and Pinckney Leadership programs. These
opportunities were essential in allowing members to feel a sense of power.
McClelland’s (1987) theory is seen in 4-H studies relating to member retention
(Gill et. al., 2010) and participation (Baney & Jones, 2013). Based on previous use of the
theory, it is only fitting that it is implemented within this study examining 4-H member
participation during the COVID-19 pandemic. Gill et al. (2010) developed a conceptual
model to support McClelland’s (1987) theory, specifically adapting for 4-H member
retention among teens (see Figure 2). The conceptual model ultimately connects overall
member retention primarily back to program quality. If the quality of programs does not
meet the needs of 4-H members, then they are less likely to attend or participate (Gill et
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al., 2010). Since 4-H programs and activities were affected by COVID-19, 4-H faculty
and staff adapted traditional programs for innovative delivery (Arnold & Rennekamp,
2020). Regardless of delivery method, a need for achievement, affiliation, and power
(Gill et al., 2010) are essential. This study will utilize the conceptual model (see Figure 2)
to determine the impact virtual/distant delivery had on 4-H members’ achievement
development.
Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development
Figure 3
Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development (University of Wisconsin-Madison, n.d.)
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The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development are belonging, mastery,
independence, and generosity (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Nebraska 4-H (n.d.) states, “these
elements help youth become competent, contributing citizens… these elements focus on
social, physical, and emotional well-being, and are necessary for positive youth
development” (para. 1). To expand on belonging, youth have the opportunity to build
positive relationships with caring adults, while in an inclusive and safe environment
(Nebraska 4-H., n.d.). Mastery is when youth are engaged in learning and have the
opportunity for mastery in a skill area (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Youth gain independence
through opportunities to see oneself as an activity participant in the future and are given
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the opportunity for self-determination (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Finally, youth can experience
generosity through opportunities to value and practice service to others (Nebraska 4-H,
n.d.).
Combining McClelland’s Theory & Essential Elements of 4-H
Noted above, “the need for achievement can be met through the projects that
members complete and goals that they reach” (Gill et al., 2010, para. 5). This idea pairs
nicely with the essential element of mastery. Youth are engaged in learning and
mastering a skill area (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.), meaning they are using their knowledge to
complete a goal. Independence can also be factored in with the need for achievement.
Youth are being given the opportunity for self-determination when they are completing
and meeting goals.
McClelland’s need for affiliation is met through relationships made through 4-H
involvement (Gill et al., 2010). The essential element sense of belonging is met through
the positive relationships made with caring adults in safe and inclusive environments
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Without caring 4-H leaders and volunteers, there could not be a
caring community for youth to be involved in (Gill et al., 2010). South Carolina 4-H
offers virtual and in-person club meetings within counties, as well as overnight events
that are regional and statewide.
Finally, the need for power was discussed as being met by offering opportunities
for leadership positions in 4-H (Gill et al., 2010). The need for power also closely
resembles independence. By allowing 4-H members to take on leadership roles, they are

15

allowing themselves to see future participation, as well as makes them self-determined
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.) to be the best leader possible. When fulfilling a leadership role,
taking on the responsibility is not just about you, it is about the others in the group you
are leading (Couch, 2016). This practice is just that of the essential element generosity
and fits with the need for power. Generosity is demonstrated by offering opportunities to
value and practice service to others (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.).
Figure 4 shows the connection between McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory
(1987) and The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). All
units have the potential to intermingle in 4-H programming, but some are more connected
than others. The blue circles demonstrate McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory
(1987) and the green circles the Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). The arrows point to the units that are more closely related.
Figure 4
Conceptual Model of Connecting McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al.,
2010) and The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development

16

The Need for
Affiliation

Belonging

Mastery

The Need for
Achievement

Generosity

The Need for
Power

Independence

17

CHAPTER THREE
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
This non-experimental research study was conducted online with 1,669 youth
participants from across South Carolina. The youth ranged in age from five to 18 years
old. The youth were selected because of their previous participation in a South Carolina
4-H-related activity or program that took place from March 2020 until June 2021.
Different virtual programs and activities (i.e., 4-H at home kits) were offered in all
corners of South Carolina for varying costs. Families were not limited to one option but
could choose multiple options from their respective region and even from other regions.
To best answer the established research questions a mixed-methods research design was
implemented.
Quantitative Analysis Approach
When this study came to fruition in December 2020, virtual 4-H programming
was in progress, as well as quantitative data collected through surveys designed in
Qualtrics. Because there was not a list of programs offered and their respective survey
data in a bank at the South Carolina 4-H State Office to review, the research team
searched through 2020 4-H summer camp advertisements on social media platforms (i.e.,
Facebook and Instagram) to gather a variety of programs from around South Carolina.
The research team then contacted the 4-H Agents who offered the programs to request
permission to use their survey data for this research study. Therefore, this study
implemented an existing data design using the end of program surveys which were
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created by the host South Carolina 4-H Agents in different 4-H regions. Privitera (2020)
describes an existing data design as the collection, review, and analysis of any type of
existing documents or records. Since the surveys were created by different individuals for
different programs the formats varied slightly, although there was overlap in the
overarching concepts, allowing the data to be purposeful in conducting this study. This
study could also be called a content analysis (Privitera, 2020) since the participants of the
virtual 4-H programs recalled their perceptions of those programs in surveys that are now
being evaluated further. The survey data was acquired from the respective agents via
email and compiled into one file for further statistical review through SPSS. A limitation
of this existing data design is the response rates for each of respective surveys. Although,
1,669 youth participated in the virtual programming, complete survey responses were
only received from 198 participants (11.86%).
Using SPSS, the quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive statistics (i.e.,
frequencies and percentages). There were eight different South Carolina 4-H programs
identified for the study (Tables 1–8). Each program was delivered in a virtual format and
utilized related questions pertaining to demographics, involvement in 4-H (member or
non-member, county where they live/participate in 4-H), and opinion of the activity or kit
offered (i.e., was the activity fun/educational, worth the cost, did participating influence
youth to join 4-H or re-enroll the next program year, and other perceptions) as part of the
program evaluation. The eight programs along with the pertinent survey questions are
outlined in Tables 1–8.
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Table 1
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: South Carolina 4-H@Home
Survey Questions
What age(s) are the participants?
Is your child a South Carolina resident?
What was your involvement with 4-H
before you registered for 4H@Home?
Participation in 4-H@Home...

Answer Choices

was beneficial for my child.
was a good outlet for energy.
provided a way to feel connected to a larger
audience.
provided a sense of normalcy in a daily
routine.
contributed to my child’s education during
COVID-19 school closures.
motivated my child to spend more time
outdoors.
provided lessons that I had the resources at
home to complete.
provided activities that I plan to use again in
the future.

As a result of your experience with SC
4-H@Home, would you be interested
in becoming involved with 4-H?
Table 2
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: 2020 International Culinary Tour—A
Virtual 4-H Summer Camp
Survey Questions
Which choice represents where the
participant lives?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s race?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s ethnicity?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s gender?

Answer Choices
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What is the participant’s current age
range?
Due to my participation in a 4-H
International Culinary Tour…

Participation in a 4-H International
Culinary Tour increased…

I am more interested in learning another
language.
I am more likely to help with cooking
tasks.
I am more likely to travel abroad in the
future.
I am more comfortable using Google
Classroom.
my knowledge of uncommon recipe
ingredients.
my knowledge of different cooking skills.
my knowledge of different languages.
my knowledge of international customs.
my knowledge of other countries.
my understanding of how to use Google
applications.

Table 3
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: 2020 The Fair—A Virtual 4-H Summer
Camp
Survey Questions
Which choice represents where the
participant lives?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s race?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s ethnicity?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s gender?
What is the participant’s current age
range?
What is the likelihood that the participant
will participate in another virtual
summer opportunity?
Due to my participation in The Fair…

Answer Choices

I am more comfortable using Google
classroom.
I am more likely to cook at home.
I am more likely to plant a garden.
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Participation in The Fair increased…

I am more likely to participate in a 4-H
animal project.
I am more likely to participate in another
virtual summer opportunity.
I am more likely to visit a fair in-person.
I am more likely to ride a Ferris wheel.
I am more likely to ride the super slide at
the fair.
my knowledge of how to properly use
measuring cups.
my knowledge of 4-H opportunities.
my understanding of how to use Google
applications.

Table 4
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: 2020 Camp America—A Virtual 4-H
Summer Camp
Survey Questions
Prior to this virtual summer camp
opportunity, did you have any
experience with 4-H?

Answer Choices
Yes
No

Which choice represents where the
participant lives?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s race?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s ethnicity?
Which choice best describes the
participant’s gender?
What is the participant’s current age
range?
What is the likelihood that the participant
will participate in another virtual
summer opportunity?
Due to my participation in Camp
America…

I am more likely to correct others of
incorrect American flag use.
I am more likely to visit the Statue of
Liberty.
I am more likely to cook at home.
I am more likely to take a tourist ride on a
paddlewheel boat.
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Participation in Camp America
increased…

I am more likely to participate in another
virtual summer opportunity.
I am more likely to visit the US mint.
I am more likely to visit Washington DC.
I am more comfortable using Google
classroom.
my knowledge of American flag etiquette.
my understanding of the engineering design
process.
my understanding of chemical reactions.
my understanding of a nutrition label.
my knowledge of wind as a power source.
my knowledge of steam powered
paddlewheel boats.
my knowledge of American coins.
my knowledge of the Bald Eagle as a US
symbol.
my knowledge of the history of
Independence Day in the United States.
my knowledge of 4-H opportunities.
my understanding of how to use Google
applications.

Table 5
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: Chester & York 4-H Virtual Summer
Camp—Explore SC
Survey Questions
Section 1: Participant Changes in
Knowledge
Participation in the Exploring the
Palmetto State increased…
Section 2: Participant Changes in
Behavior
Due to my participation in Exploring the
Palmetto State…

Answer Choices
my knowledge of how to use Google
applications.
my knowledge of 4-H opportunities.
my knowledge of peaches.
I am more comfortable using Google
classroom.
I am more likely to cook at home.
I am more likely to visit a local farm.
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I am more likely to participate in a 4-H
animal project.
I am more likely to participate in another
virtual summer opportunity.
I am more likely to go on a hike.
I am more likely to visit a state park.
What is the likelihood that the participant
will participate in another virtual
summer opportunity?
Table 6
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: Chester & York 4-H Virtual Summer
Camp— Around the World
Survey Questions
Section 1: Participant Changes in
Knowledge
Participation in Around the
World increased…
Section 2: Participant Changes in
Behavior
Due to my participation in Around the
World...

Please rank the camp activities in order
by dragging and dropping the options
into the proper order with 1 being your
favorite…

Answer Choices
my knowledge of how to use Google
applications.
my knowledge of new recipes.
my knowledge of other countries.
I am more comfortable using Google
classroom.
I am more likely to cook at home.
I am more likely to do more virtual tours.
I am more likely to participate in another
virtual summer opportunity.
I am more likely to visit another country.
I am more likely to learn a new language.
Recipes: Homemade tortillas, cheesy bread

Making a volcano
Making clouds
Kente paper weaving
Completing the Passport booklet
Completing the safari activity
Virtual tours and video links
Using chopsticks
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Creating origami
Guess the Spice!
Making a Papel Picado
Chinese dragon craft
Henna hand craft
Creating a Mancala game
What is the likelihood that the participant
will participate in another virtual
summer opportunity?
We are considering different pricing
options for our future virtual 4-H
opportunities. Please rank your
preferences by dragging and dropping
the options in order, with 1 being your
top choice…

Free with no packet as the only option

$15 per participant with a packet as the only
option
Free with no packet or $15 per participant
with a packet giving you the choice and
allowing families to purchase one packet
and sign-up siblings for free
Other - please share your opinion.
Table 7
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: Tri-County Tree Camp
Survey Questions
Was this your first time participating in a
4-H activity or project?
Did you learn something new this week?
Is 4-H a place where you get to figure
things out for yourself?
Is 4-H a place where you get to do things
that you like?
After participating in the virtual tree
camp, how strongly do you agree or
disagree with the following
statements…

Answer Choices
Yes
No
Yes
No

Made me more interested in a job in Natural
Resources or Wildlife.
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Helped me educate or teach others about
trees and natural resources.
Gave me “hands-on” experience that will
help me with future activities and
projects.
Made me interested in learning more about
trees.
Table 8
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Survey Questions: Pee Dee Regional Grab & Go Camp
Kits
Survey Questions
Which camp kit(s) did your child
complete?

Answer Choices
The Great Outdoors
Full S.T.E.A.M. Ahead
Camp Cloverbud
Down on the Farm

What is/are your child/children’s age(s)?
Did any of the kit activities challenge
your youth?

Yes
Maybe
No

If yes to the above question, which
activity and how?
Was there any other activity you wish to
include for youth?
If camp kits were offered again, how
likely would you be to purchase?
Did you have any issues registering for
the Grab & Go Camp Kits?
How did you hear about the Pee Dee
Region 4-H Grab & Go Camp Kits?

Facebook
Instagram
Email
Newspaper (paper or online version)
From a friend
Other

Do you feel the at home camp kit(s)
helped to give your child/children a
hands-on educational experience during
this unprecedented time of cancelled
in-person camps?
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The survey items identified in Tables 1–8 were used to answer the proposed
research questions as outline. The descriptive statistics provide an overview of the
participants and their perceptions of the virtual programming but leave the research team
with more questions than answers. Therefore, a qualitative inquiry was used to dig deeper
into the impacts of 4-H virtual programming during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Qualitative Analysis Approach
To further evaluate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 4-H youth in South
Carolina, a qualitative research design was implemented using a focus group design.
Upon reviewing the survey data from the surveys, another approach was needed to gather
more data pertaining to the perceptions of youth and parents who participated in South
Carolina 4-H virtual programs. The research team contacted the 4-H Agents again to
request permission to use their participants’ contact information to connect with them to
be part of this research study. A letter describing the research was sent via email to past
participants (N = 1,669) of the eight identified South Carolina 4-H activities offered
during the COVID-19 Pandemic. One week later, a follow up email was sent as a
reminder to complete the Doodle poll if past participants wished to be part of the research
study. The research team constructed a qualitative interview protocol, consisting of a
series of overarching questions and talking points to discuss with participants. The
interview protocol was evaluated for face and content validity (Salkind, 2012) by three
faculty members in the agricultural and extension education across two universities.
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Figure 5 provides an outline of the established interview protocol used for the
virtual interviews. To gain trust from the youth and to get them to open up for the
conversation, the question of “what is your favorite candy?” was asked. The interviewer
asked about 4-H membership because youth were not required to be 4-H members to
participate in some of the activities or kits. Families were asked if they participated in any
virtual or take-home 4-H activities (even though they were being interviewed for having
signed up for a program) because some non-members might not have realized that is what
they were signed up for. Participants and parents were asked whether they thought the
activities were age appropriate and how they could have been improved if they disagreed.
Perceptions of the 4-H Agent or Volunteer leader were also sought by the participants.

Figure 5
Qualitative Interview Protocol
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The interviews were held in the form of virtual focus groups, with parents and
4-H members who participated in the eight different activities made available during
COVID-19 (n = 11). For consistency across the interviews, the same interviewer
conducted all three focus group sessions. The virtual focus group interviews took place
for one hour each for three nights over Zoom. Because of in-person meeting restrictions
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set by Clemson University at the time, the locations of all participants, and the fact that
the families participated in virtual or ‘take home’ activities, the research committee felt
the virtual platform (Zoom) was the best route to conduct interviews. This method also
allowed for the interviews to be recorded, while also providing a downloadable transcript
of the meeting. Families elected which night they would attend by completing a Doodle
Poll, then they were emailed a confirmation with the Zoom link for the appropriate
meeting date and time.
The interviews were conducted with three families (four adults, seven children)
across South Carolina. After the interviews, the recordings and transcripts were
triangulated to establish common themes. Personal thank you emails were sent to the
families who participated in the focus group interviews. A few families responded to the
thank you emails with more comments and information they did not share or thought of
after the interviews were conducted. One family that could not make the live interview
was emailed the questions to go over together as a family, then send back to the research
team to be included in the qualitative research design.
To establish trustworthiness within this qualitative inquiry, the recommendations
of Privitera (2020) were followed by the research team to establish credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability within the study. Privitera (2020)
describes credibility as truthfulness and parallels it to internal validity. This study was a
nonexperimental research design; therefore, the internal validity was low, meaning the
researcher had no control over the conditions or experiences of the participants (Privitera,
2020). The research team did not create or distribute the surveys to participants of the

30

virtual 4-H programs at their conclusion. “Transferability is applicability- the extent to
which observed results are useful, applicable, or transferable beyond the setting or
context of the research” (Privitera, 2020, p. 182). Transferability parallels to external
validity and the more natural the settings within observations are made, the higher the
external validity will be, according to Privitera (2020). The participants completed the
surveys in their own settings at the conclusion of the activities since they were virtual and
done at the participants’ homes.
The third criteria of trustworthiness in qualitative research is dependability
(Privitera, 2020). Privitera describes dependability as consistency and is parallel to
reliability (2020). “Reliability is the consistency, stability, or repeatability of one or more
measures or observations” (Privitera, 2020, p. 93). This study will be simple to repeat for
future research. Finally, confirmability is described by Privitera (2020) as neutrality, or
the extent to which the observed results reflect the actual experiences of the participant
rather than the researcher’s perspective. The results of the participants’ surveys reflect
their actual experiences with the virtual and take home 4-H activities rather than how the
research team or host 4-H Agents thought.
After the three focus group interviews and the written interview were completed,
the research team analyzed the data using the constant comparative method (Glasser &
Strauss, 1967). The research team used Zoom interviews, interview transcripts, and
interviewer notes to triangulate the data, allowing codes, themes, and categories emerge.
The constant comparative method allows the data, including the participants voice, speak
for itself (Glasser & Strauss, 1967). Three rounds of coding were implemented starting
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with open-source coding. The codes from the first round were then analyzed using axial
coding, where the relationships of codes were used to establish categories (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Glasser & Strauss, 1967). The final round implemented selective coding,
allowing the overarching themes to emerge as core themes and variables.
Palaganas et al. (2017) suggests that researchers acknowledge their inherent bias
related to their study and disclose their identify to offer reflexivity. The research team for
this study consisted of a graduate student in agricultural education, who is also an active
4-H youth development educator, along with three faculty members in agricultural and
extension education at Clemson and North Carolina State University. The graduate
student has worked in Extension for eight years and is currently completing a degree in
agricultural education at Clemson University. The three faculty members have more than
40 years of experience combined in agricultural and extension education. Overall, the
research team recognizes their bias toward Extension because of their professional roles
and feel they have overcome the bias through the established trustworthiness of the study.
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CHAPTER FOUR
QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS
Introduction
“In the last decade, Cooperative Extension has rapidly diversified its portfolio in
many ways to respond to the needs of people in our rapidly changing society, including
adapting to online learning environments and ‘the cloud’ (Gould et al., 2014, para. 7).
Changing to online outlets became imperative with the onset of COVID-19 across the
United States since extension offices closed their doors to staff and the public as
preventative measures. Clemson Cooperative Extension sent staff home to work remotely
in March 2020 to help slow the spread of COVID-19. Dr. Tom Dobbins, Clemson
Extension Director, stated “While we cannot close down our services to our clientele, we
must take every precautionary measure and address their needs through telephone calls,
emails and video conferencing” (Dobbins, 2020).
Cooperative Extension services nationwide quickly took to the internet to create
virtual solutions and alternatives to offset the lack of in-person programming (Arnold &
Rennekamp, 2020). “In our rapidly changing environment, Cooperative Extension has to
maintain contemporary relevance and documented impact across the broad spectrum of
our programming efforts” (Gould et al., 2014, para. 11), but how can this be
accomplished during a pandemic? The pandemic created unique challenges for all 4-H
program team members which required motivation, both intrinsic and extrinsic (Calvert
& Fabregas Janeiro, 2020), to overcome the obstacles presented. The primary solution to

33

the problem was offering virtual programming, both through synchronous and
asynchronous opportunities (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020).
Goals of the offered virtual programming included giving 4-H participants
opportunities in the Essential Elements: belonging, mastery, independence, and
generosity (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.); meeting with clubs/groups via online platforms like
Zoom or Google Meets; and just plain fun. Virtual programming efforts were also made
to be cost-effective and potentially include as many materials as possible since some
families were not leaving their homes due to quarantine (National 4-H, 2020). “The
enormity of this task reflects the commitment 4-H Educators have to youth and the 4-H
program” (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020, para. 10). Through these efforts, it [was]
possible to offer positive youth development opportunities in a secure way during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Calvert & Fabregas Janeiro, 2020).
Prior to COVID-19, 4-H groups and clubs met in various locations, at varying
times to engage, study and practice, or for fellowship and celebration (Burnett et al.,
2000). These events would not be possible without the help of volunteers, of which, most
are commonly parents of members (McNeill, 2010). Parent volunteers are an active part
of 4-H programming and serve as part of the driving force of positive adult mentors
to aid participating youth (Garbe et al., 2020). Just like how parental participation and
involvement are depended on for students’ success (Garbe, et al., 2020) it is the same for
4-H youth’s success (Radhakrishna et al., 2013). Radhakrishna et al. (2013) go on to
explain that many clubs rely on parents as resources for projects, as well as being the
volunteer leader of clubs or groups. Parents usually have the greatest influence on 4-H
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member enrollment and participation (Gill et al., 2010). Scott et al. (1990) describe that
parental encouragement was a highly significant factor influencing project completion.
Non-parental adults (McNeill, 2010) helped distribute 4-H programming
opportunities to youth via virtual platforms and take-home kits once Extension Offices
closed due to the Pandemic. These programming opportunities were meant to aid in athome learning with hands-on activities that, in most cases, were aligned with school
standards and to promote Positive Youth Development (PYD), which suggests that all
attempts should be made to match youth strengths and context of positive youth
outcomes (Agans, 2014). It is no secret that COVID-19 has had an impact on PYD,
including a range of impacts from trauma, isolation, and the loss of relationships to daily
routines, and social outlets to name a few (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). With the
knowledge of these impacts, Extension professionals strive to remain “consistent
with [the] mission of positive youth development, [as] the 4-H program is uniquely
positioned to address and mitigate COVID-19 impacts on youths by focusing on building
youth assets and providing supportive contexts” (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020, para.
10). Without the work of Agents, Specialists, Educators, and Volunteers, youth may
experience long-term mental health problems because they have not experienced
anything of this magnitude before (Liang et al., 2020).
Prior to shutdowns caused by the COVID-19 Pandemic, 4-H clubs were able to
conduct meetings in person with leadership from Extension Agents, Educators, and
Specialists, as well as 4-H Volunteers (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). Grégoire (2004)
noted dedicated staff and volunteers of the 4-H program have aided in evolving and
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adjusting to changing needs. In a time of shutdowns and virtual programming (Arnold &
Rennekamp, 2020), it is more important than ever to see if 4-H members, particularly in
South Carolina, have still been positively impacted by efforts made by South Carolina
4-H Extension Agents, Educators, Specialists, and Volunteers.
Theoretical/Conceptual Framework

Figure 2
Conceptual Framework of Factors Affecting Retention, Based on McClelland’s
Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al., 2010)

The theoretical framework undergirding this study was McClelland’s (1987) Need
for Achievement Theory. McClelland proposed a theory of motivation that is strongly
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associated with learning concepts (Pardee, 1990). Pardee (1990) explains that the main
theme of McClelland’s theory is that needs are learned through coping environments.
McClelland’s (1987) theory is made up of three factors: a need for achievement, a need
for affiliation, and a need for power (Gill et al., 2010).
“According to the conceptual framework, the need for achievement can be met
through the projects that members complete and goals that they reach” (Gill et al., 2010,
para. 5). During the pandemic, many schools shut down and shifted to home-based
distanced-learning models (Golberstein et al, 2020) and 4-H changed many of its learning
opportunities and projects to be free or low-cost, online, and printed resources to support
4-H families during school and club closures (Sirangelo, 2020). In the case of this study,
South Carolina 4-H Agents developed online curriculum that was relevant and
challenging for participants, and after successful completion of the virtual opportunities,
participants were awarded by being entered into drawings for 4-H member prize packs to
help them feel a sense of accomplishment.
“The need for affiliation can be met through the relationships made with friends,
parents, siblings, and 4-H leaders. By joining 4-H, youth have the opportunity to
associate with a group of individuals with similar interests” (Gill et al., 2010). Even
though in-person meetings were suspended, 4-H produced resources to help youth stay
connected and engaged during the quarantine periods (Sirangelo, 2020). In South
Carolina, 4-H members had the opportunity to stay connected with their clubs via Zoom
meetings and individual counties highlighted members in action while at home on social
media (i.e., Facebook and Instagram) and in email newsletters.
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Gill et al. (2010) discussed that in Pennsylvania 4-H various leadership roles
assist in meeting the need for power. South Carolina 4-H members were offered
opportunities to apply for leadership roles, such as project area ambassadors (Livestock;
Natural Resources; Healthy Lifestyles; Science, Engineering, Mathematics & Technology
(STEM), state teen council officers, and Pinckney Leadership programs. These
opportunities were essential in allowing members to feel a sense of power.
McClelland’s (1987) theory is seen in 4-H studies relating to member retention
(Gill et. al., 2010) and participation (Baney & Jones, 2013). Based on previous use of the
theory, it is only fitting that it is implemented within this study examining 4-H member
participation during the COVID-19 pandemic. Gill et al. (2010) developed a conceptual
model to support McClelland’s (1987) theory, specifically adapting for 4-H member
retention among teens (see Figure 2). The conceptual model ultimately connects overall
member retention primarily back to program quality. If the quality of programs does not
meet the needs of 4-H members, then they are less likely to attend or participate (Gill et
al., 2010). Since 4-H programs and activities were affected by COVID-19, 4-H faculty
and staff adapted traditional programs for innovative delivery (Arnold & Rennekamp,
2020). Regardless of delivery method, a need for achievement, affiliation, and power
(Gill et al., 2010) are essential. This study will utilize the conceptual model (see Figure 2)
to determine the impact virtual/distant delivery had on 4-H members’ achievement
development.
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Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development
Figure 3
Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development (University of Wisconsin-Madison, n.d.)

The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development are belonging, mastery,
independence, and generosity (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.); see Figure 3. Nebraska 4-H (n.d.)
states, “these elements help youth become competent, contributing citizens… these
elements focus on social, physical, and emotional well-being, and are necessary for
positive youth development” (para. 1). To expand on belonging, youth have the
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opportunity to build positive relationships with caring adults, while in an inclusive and
safe environment (Nebraska 4-H., n.d.). Mastery is when youth are engaged in learning
and have the opportunity for mastery in a skill area (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Youth gain
independence through opportunities to see oneself as an activity participant in the future
and are given the opportunity for self-determination (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Finally, youth
can experience generosity through opportunities to value and practice service to others
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.).
Combining McClelland’s Theory & Essential Elements of 4-H
Figure 4
Conceptual Model of Connecting McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al.,
2010) and The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development
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Noted above, “the need for achievement can be met through the projects that
members complete and goals that they reach” (Gill et al., 2010, para. 5). This idea pairs
nicely with the essential element of mastery. Youth are engaged in learning and
mastering a skill area (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.), meaning they are using their knowledge to
complete a goal. Independence can also be factored in with the need for achievement.
Youth are being given the opportunity for self-determination when they are completing
and meeting goals.
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McClelland’s need for affiliation is met through relationships made through 4-H
involvement (Gill et al., 2010). The essential element sense of belonging is met through
the positive relationships made with caring adults in safe and inclusive environments
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Without caring 4-H leaders and volunteers, there could not be a
caring community for youth to be involved in (Gill et al., 2010). South Carolina 4-H
offers virtual and in-person club meetings within counties, as well as overnight events
that are regional and statewide.
Finally, the need for power was discussed as being met by offering opportunities
for leadership positions in 4-H (Gill et al., 2010). The need for power also closely
resembles independence. By allowing 4-H members to take on leadership roles, they are
allowing themselves to see future participation, as well as makes them self-determined
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.) to be the best leader possible. When fulfilling a leadership role,
taking on the responsibility is not just about you, it is about the others in the group you
are leading (Couch, 2016). This practice is just that of the essential element generosity
and fits with the need for power. Generosity is demonstrated by offering opportunities to
value and practice service to others (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.).
Purpose and Objectives of the Study
The purpose of this study was to identify the virtual 4-H opportunities available to
youth in South Carolina during the COVID-19 pandemic and establish the perceptions of
the participants. Four research objectives guided the study:
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1) Describe the virtual 4-H opportunities available in South Carolina during the
COVID-19 pandemic,
2) Establish the demographics (i.e., age, state of residence) of the youth participating
in the virtual 4-H opportunities,
3) Determine participants self-perceived change in knowledge after participation in
the virtual programming, and
4) Identify participants future interest in 4-H and 4-H opportunities.

Methods and Procedures
This non-experimental research study was conducted online with 1,669 youth
participants from across South Carolina. The youth ranged in age from five to 18 years
old. The youth were selected because of their previous participation in a South Carolina
4-H-related activity or program that took place from March 2020 until June 2021.
Different virtual programs and activities (i.e., 4-H at home kits) were offered in all
corners of South Carolina for varying costs. Families were not limited to one option but
could choose multiple options from their respective region and even from other regions.
To best answer the established research questions a mixed-methods research design was
implemented.
When this study came to fruition in December 2020, virtual 4-H programming
was in progress, as well as quantitative data collected through surveys designed in
Qualtrics. Because there was not a list of programs offered and their respective survey
data in a bank at the South Carolina 4-H State Office to review, the research team
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searched through 2020 4-H summer camp advertisements on social media platforms (i.e.,
Facebook and Instagram) to gather a variety of programs from around South Carolina.
The research team then contacted the 4-H Agents who offered the programs to request
permission to use their survey data for this research study. Therefore, this study
implemented an existing data design using the end of program surveys which were
created by the host South Carolina 4-H Agents in different 4-H regions. Privitera (2020)
describes an existing data design as the collection, review, and analysis of any type of
existing documents or records. Since the surveys were created by different individuals for
different programs the formats varied slightly, although there was overlap in the
overarching concepts, allowing the data to be purposeful in conducting this study. This
study could also be called a content analysis (Privitera, 2020) since the participants of the
virtual 4-H programs recalled their perceptions of those programs in surveys that are now
being evaluated further. The survey data was acquired from the respective agents via
email and compiled into one file for further statistical review through SPSS. A limitation
of this existing data design is the response rates for each of respective surveys. Although,
1,669 youth participated in the virtual programming, complete survey responses were
only received from 198 participants (11.86%).
Using SPSS, the quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive statistics (i.e.,
frequencies and percentages). There were eight different South Carolina 4-H programs
identified for the study (Tables 1–8). Each program was delivered in a virtual format and
utilized related questions pertaining to demographics, involvement in 4-H (member or
non-member, county where they live/participate in 4-H), and opinion of the activity or kit
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offered (i.e., was the activity fun/educational, worth the cost, did participating influence
youth to join 4-H or re-enroll the next program year, and other perceptions) as part of the
program evaluation.
Findings
Research Question 1: Describe the Virtual 4-H Opportunities Available in South
Carolina During the COVID-19 Pandemic
There were eight different activities identified for the study: South Carolina 4H@Home, 2020 The Fair—A Virtual 4-H Summer Camp, 2020 Camp America—A
Virtual 4-H Summer Camp, 2020 International Culinary Tour—A Virtual 4-H Summer
Camp, Chester & York 4-H Virtual Summer Camp—Explore SC, Chester & York 4-H
Virtual Summer Camp—Around the World, Tri-County 4-H Tree Camp, and Pee Dee
Region Grab & Go Camp Kits Summer 2020. Each activity was assembled into a kit
offering a lesson and including most or all necessary materials (except for South Carolina
4-H@Home). Table 9 lists the virtual 4-H opportunities and participation during the
COVID-19 Pandemic in South Carolina, along with the response rate to the post-program
surveys.
Table 9
Virtual 4-H Opportunities and Participation During the COVID-19 Pandemic in South
Carolina
Virtual 4-H Program

N

n

Response Rate %

2020 4-H International Culinary Tour
2020 Camp America – A Virtual 4-H Summer Camp
Chester and York County 4-H Around the World Camp
Chester and York County 4-H Virtual Explore Camp

23
26
11
11

1
3
0
2

4
12
0
18
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Pee Dee Region Grab and Go Camp Kits
South Carolina 4-H at Home
The Fair – A Virtual 4-H Summer Camp
Tri-County 4-H Virtual Tree Camp

68
1,448
16
77

17
166
5
4

25
12
31
5

South Carolina 4-H@Home was a daily lesson emailed to those who registered
beginning March 18, 2020. The lesson included a materials list that was mostly items
already found around the home. The lessons were emailed daily until schools were
dismissed for summer break in May 2020. Lessons were then emailed once per week
until the schools resumed in August. From August 2020 until January 2021, the lessons
were emailed once per month with at least three themed lessons in a bulk packet.
The Extension 4-H programs in Newberry, Saluda, Aiken and Edgefield Counties
offered a series of three ‘virtual road trips’ that lasted one hour per day for a week at a
time. The activities were also designed so that youth were not sitting in front of a
computer the entire time. Each registered youth, ages 5-19, received a packet prior to the
start of camp with any hard-to-find materials needed to complete the activities. The FairA Virtual 4-H Summer Camp provided daily activities that brought to mind the sights,
sounds, and smells of the fair. Registrants received an email on Monday, June 8, 2020,
with instructions for each day. Participants explored the fair using recipes, virtual tours,
hands-on activities, guest speakers, books, and more. Camp America was designed to
expose youth to all things American: foods, landmarks, history, heroes, and more.
Registrants received an email on Monday, June 22, 2020, with instructions for each day.
The camp explored America using recipes, virtual tours, hands-on activities, guest
speakers, books, and more. Finally, beginning Monday, July 20, 2020, the International
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Culinary Tour- A Virtual 4-H Summer Camp ‘toured’ a different country each day
though recipes, virtual tours, hands-on activities, books, and more.
Chester and York Counties created two virtual camps and a series of kits for
summer 2020 programs. Explore SC gave participants the opportunity to ‘tour’ South
Carolina and learn the sights, sounds, and symbols of the Palmetto State from June 22 –
26, 2020. Virtual tours of the State House in Columbia, Lemaster Dairy at Clemson
University, a peach orchard in Aiken, and the beach in Charleston. Activities dealing with
the state symbols were also included in the kits. The online activities remained available
through July 15th. Around the World was the second virtual camp opportunity. This
camp was a virtual tour around the world. Daily activities included hands-on lessons and
activities, virtual tours, and crafts that could be completed at the participant’s own pace.
Daily presentations were not live but were released daily through a slideshow in Google
Classroom (no experience with Google Classroom was needed). The online activities
remained available through September 1st.
Chester and York Counties’ series of kits consisted of Slammin’ Science, 4-H
Down on the Farm, and Virtual Tours with 4-H. Slammin’ Science consisted of six
individual activities that revolved around Science, Engineering, Technology and
Mathematics (STEM). Participants were true scientists and made slime, created paper
circuits, explored properties of air, created a stop motion video, and created a geyser. 4-H
Down on the Farm allowed participants to create a desktop greenhouse, grow five
different crops in a glove, learn the many uses of corn with a few hands-on experiments,
and create a farm web to learn about life’s necessities. Finally, Virtual Tours with 4-H
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allowed participants to ‘take’ tours of various places around the United States and the
world using a Virtual Reality (VR) viewer that fit over most smart phones and an
application.
Tri-County 4-H (Anderson, Oconee, and Pickens Counties) offered a series of
virtual summer kits: Trees, Baking, Pollinators, Pirates, Dissection, and Wildlife. This
study focuses on the Virtual Tree Camp. The tree camp consisted of daily activities to be
done over the span of a week to teach participants how to identify trees, create a tree
book, press leaves, and more.
Finally, the Pee Dee Region offered a series of ‘grab & go’ kits. The Great
Outdoors Camp Kit taught youth how to make casts of animal tracks, dissect an owl
pellet, go on a scavenger hunt, and use a magnifying glass to make up-close observations.
Full S.T.E.A.M. Ahead focused on Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, and
Mathematics (STEAM) experiments. Camp Cloverbud was a literacy-based kit for
younger ages (5-8 years old) that covered all the 4-H program areas. Down on the Farm
consisted of activities and lessons about animals, farm safety, gardening, pollinators, and
farm commodities.
Research Question 2: Establish the Demographics (i.e., Age, State of Residence) of
the Youth Participating in the Virtual 4-H Opportunities
As previously noted, the survey data was existing; designed and collected by
different agents from different regions so the surveys do not ask all the same questions.
Tables 10–11 present demographics of the existing data. Privitera (2020) discusses the
term nonresponse bias, which occurs when participants choose not to complete a survey,
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to respond to specific survey items, or respond at all. The survey data presented below
displays nonresponse bias.
According to its civil rights statement, “Clemson University Cooperative
Extension Service offers its programs to people of all ages, regardless of race, color,
gender, religion, national origin, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, gender
identity, marital or family status and is an equal opportunity employer” (Clemson
Cooperative Extension, n.d.). South Carolina 4-H offers programs to youth ages five
through 18 years old. The age group of five to eight years old is called cloverbud. Youth
ages nine to 13 are considered juniors. The older youth, 14 to 18 years old, are
considered senior members. A plurality of respondents were of the junior member age
group (48%) followed by Cloverbud age group (42%); Table 10.
Table 10
Age of Youth Participating in Virtual 4-H Opportunities (n = 205)
4-H Group/Age (years)
Cloverbud/5-8
Junior/9-13
Senior/14-18

f

%

87
98
20

42
48
10

All but one of the identified virtual 4-H opportunities offered in South Carolina
were specifically for in-state residents. The South Carolina 4-H@Home was offered
nationwide with participants registering from 46 of the 50 United States, plus Mexico,
Japan, Canada, Scotland, Germany, South Africa, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. Almost
41% of the participants were from South Carolina. While it could be assumed the 74
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unknown responses are South Carolina residents, it is not confirmed in the other surveys
that do not specifically ask for state of residence (Table 11).
Table 11
State of Residence of Youth Participating in Virtual 4-H Opportunities (n = 240)
State of Residence
South Carolina
Other
Unknown
Did not respond

f
98
26
74
42

Response Rate %
41
11
31
17

Research Question 3: Determine Participants’ Self-Perceived Change in Knowledge
After Participation in 4-H Virtual Opportunities
At the conclusion of the virtual 4-H opportunities, participants and their parents
were encouraged to answer questions relating to the knowledge gained from the
activities. Those questions were asked in a Likert scale format that allowed participants to
answer in a scale (strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly
disagree). Some of the questions were written as statements like “Due to my participation
in … My knowledge of … increased,” while others were written as “Participation in …
contributed to my child’s education during COVID-19 school closures.” Based on a fivepoint scale of agreement, the mean was 4.06 and the standard deviation 0.33. The
participants (88%) who completed the surveys (and answered these particular questions
(n = 196) agreed with the statement that there was a change in knowledge after
participating in virtual 4-H opportunities. There were no survey answers disagreeing with
a self-perceived change in knowledge after participating (Table 12).
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Table 12
Participants’ Self-Perceived Change in Knowledge After Participating in Virtual 4-H
Opportunities (n = 196)
f
17
174
5
0
0

Level of Agreement
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree

%
9
88
3
0
0

Research Question 4: Identify Participants’ Future Interest in 4-H and 4-H
Opportunities
Based on their participation in the virtual 4-H opportunities, participants were
able to gauge their future interest in 4-H and 4-H opportunities after the COVID-19
Pandemic restrictions are lifted. Not all the surveys asked this specific question, but most
asked something aligning with a measurement of participants’ future interest. 49.3% of
virtual 4-H participants agreed they would “absolutely” be involved in the future. The
participants 46.5% indicated they would possibly be involved and 4.2% indicated “at this
time” they would not be involved. Based on a three-point scale of agreement, the mean
was 2.45 and the standard deviation 0.58 (Table 13).

Table 13
Participants’ Future Interest in 4-H and 4-H Opportunities (n = 71)
f
35
33
3

Interest in Future 4-H Opportunities
Absolutely
Possibly in the future
Not at this time
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%
49.3
46.5
4.2

Conclusions
Based on the program evaluations conducted about 4-H participation during the
COVID-19 Pandemic, the results demonstrate that a virtual and kit-based route was
positive, as perceived by survey respondents. Not every county in South Carolina offered
a virtual or kit-based program, but youth from those counties found other counties close
by that were offering something. Most, if not all, county offices worked with participants
to ship kits for an extra fee if they were not from the offering county, which could have
added to the registration totals. “In our rapidly changing environment, Cooperative
Extension has to maintain contemporary relevance and documented impact across the
broad spectrum of our programming efforts” (Gould et al., 2014, para. 11), and this idea
held true with the efforts made by South Carolina 4-H Agents, Specialists and
Volunteers.
The South Carolina 4-H programs offered in each county or region identified in
this study were created and designed by the 4-H Agents, with little to no input from the
public. Some survey questions asked for participant input on future programs or
activities. After reviewing their data, some agents adhered to the feedback and designed
programs that were specifically requested. If there was a decline in participation in a
series of kits or virtual programs, it could have been due to the programs not aligning
with what the participants requested. The kits and activities required some adult
supervision or aid to complete. Radhakrishna et al. (2013) explain that many clubs rely
on parents as resources for projects, as well as being the volunteer leader of clubs or
groups. Parents usually have the greatest influence on 4-H member enrollment and
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participation (Gill et al., 2010). Scott et al. (1990) describe that parental encouragement
was a highly significant factor influencing project completion. This idea also held true in
virtual activity completion.
Upon interpreting the existing data regarding demographics, it became obvious
that not all the surveys asked ages, gender, residence (state or local), ethnicity, or 4-H
membership status. Clemson Cooperative Extension and South Carolina 4-H are required
to offer their programs to all eligible people regardless of demographic considerations. Of
the limited data that was available, more females registered than males. The age group
that participated in the virtual 4-H programs and activities the most was 9-13 years old.
This age group is still young and curious but can more easily complete activities without
adult supervision. When looking at the offered virtual 4-H programs, the descriptions also
targeted this age group to a greater extent than other age groups.
South Carolina was the host of the identified 4-H virtual programs and activities,
and most of the participants were South Carolina residents (see table 11). The reach for
the virtual programs, specifically 4-H@Home, expanded the state line to bordering North
Carolina and Georgia, and even as far out as South Africa, Japan, and other countries.
Because the locally offered programs were intended for South Carolina residents, they
did not ask participants to indicate their state of residence, but it can be assumed that they
are, in fact, from South Carolina. Many counties within South Carolina received
registrations for new memberships following the conclusion of the virtual 4-H programs
and activities.
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The survey data indicated that there was a change in knowledge, 97% of
respondents strongly agreed or agreed that knowledge had improved. Only 3% indicated
they did not have a strong opinion of a change in knowledge, and no one indicated they
disagreed or strongly disagreed. Each 4-H activity or opportunity was intended to create a
change in knowledge or behavior, and the data reflects that the activities and
opportunities served their purpose as perceived by survey respondents. In addition,
49.3% of the participants would ‘absolutely’ be getting involved as soon as possible and
46.5% said they would ‘possibly’ get involved in the future. This indicates the strength of
virtual 4-H activities and opportunities for recruiting future participants.
From the surveys, the Essential Element of independence was highlighted by
participants who indicated they would participate in future 4-H opportunities. Mastery
was also highlighted as participants indicated they had a change in knowledge and
learned something new from participating in the virtual 4-H programs. McClelland’s
(1987) Need for Affiliation was underscored as participants indicated they would be
involved in future 4-H opportunities. Some of the open-ended questions on the South
Carolina 4-H@Home surveys indicated the Essential Element of belonging because when
participants indicated they enjoyed working with family members on the activities.
Recommendations
Based on the findings, it is recommended that more input be gathered from 4-H
youth and their families to understand needs and ensure programs are relevant and
appealing to all eligible persons. If the 4-H Agents, Educators, Specialists, and
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Volunteers only offer programs that they are comfortable with then the audience is
limited. Gathering the input of different audiences will allow for more involvement and
can even lead to volunteer recruitment to offer the programs that are not available. When
training the newly recruited volunteers, it is recommended that all program areas of 4-H
are discussed so volunteers are aware of the potential for program diversity.
Due to the structure and variations of survey data collected from South Carolina
4-H Agents, it is recommended that instruction be delivered to Extension professionals to
consistently create surveys using 4-H Common Measures. Further, “the 4-H Common
Measures Reference Table identifies the outcomes addressed, the indicators for each
outcome, the items that answer to each outcome, where the items were originally sourced,
and alpha scores if available” (National 4-H Council, n.d.-a). If 4-H Agents are not
comfortable using the 4-H Common Measures, then there should be a survey question
bank available on the state level. This bank of questions would allow for consistency in
creating surveys and make examples available for agents who have no experience with
creating surveys.
Extension Administration already requires 4-H Agents, Educators and Specialists
to conduct needs assessment surveys to gather insight from the stakeholders and clients.
This requirement is evaluated in annual reviews, and whether or not changes were made
based on the needs assessment. It is recommended that the Extension Administration
require more than one needs assessment be done within the counties and state programs
so there is more opportunity for agents, especially in the 4-H program area, to keep their
programs relevant to their audiences. It is also recommended that Extension
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Administration offer specific professional development courses in creating surveys, data
analysis, and scientific writing for agents of all program areas to understand their data
and publish their findings.
It is the hope of everyone that a worldwide pandemic never happens again. In the
event that it does, 4-H Agents, Educators, Specialists and Volunteers are prepared to
create and deliver virtual and hybrid programs. The 4-H staff in South Carolina answered
the call first when requests were made to Clemson Extension to offer programming while
families were quarantined at their homes. It was made clear, then, that the 4-H program
team could meet the needs of families during school closures with programs that could be
conducted in the homes using typical household materials.
Regarding future research, more studies are recommended to gather feedback
from parents and members on their perceptions of their own states’ programming efforts
during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Each state’s land grant university operated differently,
and it would be interesting to see the efforts that were made according to those operation
requirements. South Carolina 4-H is a small program compared to other states like Ohio
or Georgia, so it would also be interesting to compare and contrast programming efforts,
state 4-H program size, and participant perceptions. Another topic to explore is related to
4-H program operations during the Pandemic reopening stages. Did the participants have
to socially distance and wear masks? Were the audience totals limited to small groups?
Did groups have to meet outside or were they allowed to convene indoors close together?
How were these program operations perceived by youth, parents, volunteers, and other
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stakeholders? Future research should consider the multiple interfaces of public health and
4-H programming as this topic area is so new.
Discussion
This study was important for South Carolina 4-H staff. This study presents an
important deep dive into the perceptions of parents and youth to document how they
perceived the 4-H programming that was offered. The data indicate that parents and
youth appreciated the efforts made by 4-H Agents, Educators, Specialists, and Volunteers
to continue programming during the unprecedented time. Some youth only participate in
4-H programs as an extracurricular activity and the programs offered allowed for
normalcy in their lives. For the youth who participated that had never experienced a 4-H
program, the efforts opened new doors for them to become involved in a caring
environment with other youth who share similar interests. South Carolina 4-H Agents
will be able to market their programs to an entirely new audience when the 2021-2022
program year begins in September.

57

CHAPTER FIVE
QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
Introduction
Land-grant universities across the United States are home to Cooperative
Extension Services for each state, serving as an extension of the university’s resources to
each county in a given state (Gould et al., 2014). Those university resources come in the
form of Extension Agents, Specialists, and Educators who have a degree or background
relevant to their area of specialization (Contributor, 2020). Extension professionals are
the connection between the public and the university; therefore, they must be adaptable to
a variety of teaching and learning styles to meet the needs of their constituents (Cooper &
Graham, 2001). “In the last decade, Cooperative Extension has rapidly diversified its
portfolio in many ways to respond to the needs of people in our rapidly changing society,
including adapting to online learning environments and ‘the cloud’” Gould et al.,
2014, para. 7).
The COVID-19 Pandemic brought uncertainty and fear to the United
States, shutting down schools, universities, businesses, and much more (Bauer et al.,
2020). Clemson Cooperative Extension sent staff home to work remotely in March 2020
to help slow the spread of COVID-19. Dr. Tom Dobbins, Clemson Extension Director,
stated “While we cannot close down our services to our clientele, we must take every
precautionary measure and address their needs through telephone calls, emails and video
conferencing” (Dobbins, 2020). Cooperative Extension services nationwide quickly took
to the internet to create virtual solutions and alternatives to offset the lack of in-person
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programming (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). “In our rapidly changing environment,
Cooperative Extension has to maintain contemporary relevance and documented impact
across the broad spectrum of our programming efforts” (Gould et al., 2014, para. 11), but
how can this be accomplished during a pandemic? The pandemic created unique
challenges for all 4-H program team members which required motivation, both intrinsic
and extrinsic (Calvert & Fabregas Janeiro, 2020), to overcome the obstacles presented.
Prior to COVID-19, 4-H groups and clubs met in various locations, at varying
times to engage, study and practice, or for fellowship and celebration (Burnett et al.,
2000). These events would not be possible without the help of volunteers, of which, most
are commonly parents of members (McNeill, 2010). Parent volunteers are an active part
of 4-H programming and serve as part of the driving force of positive adult mentors
to aid participating youth (Garbe et al., 2020). Just like how parental participation and
involvement are greatly depended on for students’ success (Garbe, et al., 2020) it is the
same for 4-H youth’s success (Radhakrishna et al., 2013). Radhakrishna et al. (2013)
goes on to explain that many clubs rely on parents as resources for projects, as well as
being the volunteer leader of clubs or groups. Parents usually have the greatest influence
on 4-H member enrollment and participation (Gill et al., 2010). Scott et al. (1990)
described that parental encouragement was a highly significant factor influencing project
completion.
Non-parental adults (McNeill, 2010) helped distribute 4-H programming
opportunities to youth via virtual platforms and take-home kits once Extension Offices
closed due to the Pandemic. These programming opportunities were meant to aid in at-
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home learning with hands-on activities that, in most cases, were aligned with school
standards and to promote Positive Youth Development (PYD), which suggests that all
attempts should be made to match youth strengths and context of positive youth
outcomes (Agans, 2014). It is no secret that COVID-19 had an impact on PYD, including
a range of impacts from trauma, isolation, and the loss of relationships to daily routines,
and social outlets to name a few (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). With the knowledge of
these impacts, Extension professionals strive to remain “consistent with [the] mission of
positive youth development, [as] the 4-H program is uniquely positioned to address and
mitigate COVID-19 impacts on youths by focusing on building youth assets
and providing supportive contexts” (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020, para. 10). Without the
work of Agents, Specialists, Educators, and Volunteers, youth may experience long-term
mental health problems because they have not experienced anything of this magnitude
before (Liang et al., 2020).
Prior to shutdowns caused by the COVID-19 Pandemic, 4-H clubs were able to
conduct meetings in person with leadership from Extension Agents, Educators, and
Specialists, as well as 4-H Volunteers (Arnold & Rennekamp, 2020). Grégoire (2004)
noted dedicated staff and volunteers of the 4-H program have aided in evolving and
adjusting to changing needs. In a time of shutdowns and virtual programming (Arnold &
Rennekamp, 2020), it is more important than ever to see if 4-H members, particularly in
South Carolina, have still been positively impacted by efforts made by South Carolina
4-H Extension Agents, Educators, Specialists, and Volunteers.
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Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
Figure 2
Conceptual Framework of Factors Affecting Retention, Based on McClelland’s
Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al., 2010)

The theoretical framework undergirding this study was McClelland’s (1987) Need
for Achievement Theory (see Figure 2). McClelland proposed a theory of motivation that
is strongly associated with learning concepts (Pardee, 1990). Pardee (1990) explains that
the main theme of McClelland’s theory is that needs are learned through coping
environments. McClelland’s (1987) theory is made up of three factors: a need for
achievement, a need for affiliation, and a need for power (Gill et al., 2010).
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“According to the conceptual framework, the need for achievement can be met
through the projects that members complete and goals that they reach” (Gill et al., 2010,
para. 5). During the pandemic, many schools shut down and shifted to home-based
distanced-learning models (Golberstein et al, 2020) and 4-H changed many of its learning
opportunities and projects to be free or low-cost, online, and printed resources to support
4-H families during school and club closures (Sirangelo, 2020). In the case of this study,
South Carolina 4-H Agents developed online curriculum that was relevant and
challenging for participants, and after successful completion of the virtual opportunities,
participants were awarded by being entered into drawings for 4-H member prize packs to
help them feel a sense of accomplishment.
“The need for affiliation can be met through the relationships made with friends,
parents, siblings, and 4-H leaders. By joining 4-H, youth have the opportunity to
associate with a group of individuals with similar interests” (Gill et al., 2010). Even
though in-person meetings were suspended, 4-H produced resources to help youth stay
connected and engaged during the quarantine periods (Sirangelo, 2020). In South
Carolina, 4-H members had the opportunity to stay connected with their clubs via Zoom
meetings and individual counties highlighted members in action while at home on social
media (i.e., Facebook and Instagram) and in email newsletters.
Gill et al. (2010) discussed that in Pennsylvania 4-H, various leadership roles
assist in meeting the need for power. South Carolina 4-H members were offered
opportunities to apply for leadership roles, such as project area ambassadors (Livestock;
Natural Resources; Healthy Lifestyles; Science, Engineering, Mathematics & Technology
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(STEM), state teen council officers, and Pinckney Leadership programs. These
opportunities were essential in allowing members to feel a sense of power.
McClelland’s (1987) theory is seen in 4-H studies relating to member retention
(Gill et. al., 2010) and participation (Baney & Jones, 2013). Based on previous use of the
theory, it is only fitting that it is implemented within this study examining 4-H member
participation during the COVID-19 pandemic. Gill et al. (2010) developed a conceptual
model to support McClelland’s (1987) theory, specifically adapting for 4-H member
retention among teens (see Figure 2). The conceptual model ultimately connects overall
member retention primarily back to program quality. If the quality of programs does not
meet the needs of 4-H members, then they are less likely to attend or participate (Gill et
al., 2010). Since 4-H programs and activities were affected by COVID-19, 4-H faculty
and staff adapted traditional programs for innovative delivery (Arnold & Rennekamp,
2020). Regardless of delivery method, a need for achievement, affiliation, and power
(Gill et al., 2010) are essential. This study will utilize the conceptual model (see Figure 2)
to determine the impact virtual/distant delivery had on 4-H members’ achievement
development.
Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development
Figure 3
Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development (University of Wisconsin-Madison, n.d.)
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The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development are belonging, mastery,
independence, and generosity (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.); see Figure 3. Nebraska 4-H (n.d.)
states, “these elements help youth become competent, contributing citizens… these
elements focus on social, physical, and emotional well-being, and are necessary for
positive youth development” (para. 1). To expand on belonging, youth have the
opportunity to build positive relationships with caring adults, while in an inclusive and
safe environment (Nebraska 4-H., n.d.). Mastery is when youth are engaged in learning
and have the opportunity for mastery in a skill area (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Youth gain
independence through opportunities to see oneself as an activity participant in the future
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and are given the opportunity for self-determination (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Finally, youth
can experience generosity through opportunities to value and practice service to others
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.).
Combining McClelland’s Theory & Essential Elements of 4-H
Figure 4
Conceptual Model of Connecting McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al.,
2010) and The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development

Noted above, “the need for achievement can be met through the projects that
members complete and goals that they reach” (Gill et al., 2010, para. 5). This idea pairs
nicely with the essential element of mastery. Youth are engaged in learning and
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mastering a skill area (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.), meaning they are using their knowledge to
complete a goal. Independence can also be factored in with the need for achievement.
Youth are being given the opportunity for self-determination when they are completing
and meeting goals.
McClelland’s need for affiliation is met through relationships made through 4-H
involvement (Gill et al., 2010). The essential element sense of belonging is met through
the positive relationships made with caring adults in safe and inclusive environments
(Nebraska 4-H, n.d.). Without caring 4-H leaders and volunteers, there could not be a
caring community for youth to be involved in (Gill et al., 2010). South Carolina 4-H
offers virtual and in-person club meetings within counties, as well as overnight events
that are regional and statewide.
Finally, the need for power was discussed as being met by offering opportunities for
leadership positions in 4-H (Gill et al., 2010). The need for power also closely resembles
independence. By allowing 4-H members to take on leadership roles, they are allowing
themselves to see future participation, as well as makes them self-determined (Nebraska
4-H, n.d.) to be the best leader possible. When fulfilling a leadership role, taking on the
responsibility is not just about you, it is about the others in the group you are leading
(Couch, 2016). This practice is just that of the essential element generosity and fits with
the need for power. Generosity is demonstrated by offering opportunities to value and
practice service to others (Nebraska 4-H, n.d.).
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study and the overarching research question was to identify
the perceptions of participants and their parent/guardian related to the virtual 4-H
programming opportunities available to youth in South Carolina during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Methods and Procedures
This study was approved by the Clemson University Office of Research
Compliance (Clemson IRB Number: IRB2021-0419). This non-experimental research
study was conducted online with 1,669 youth participants from across South Carolina.
The youth ranged in age from five to 18 years old. The youth were selected because of
their previous participation in a South Carolina 4-H-related activity or program that took
place from March 2020 until June 2021. Different virtual programs and activities (i.e., 4H at home kits) were offered in all corners of South Carolina for varying costs. Families
were not limited to one option but could choose multiple options from their respective
region and even from other regions. To best answer the established research questions a
mixed-methods research design was implemented.
To further evaluate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 4-H youth in South
Carolina, a qualitative research design was implemented using a focus group design.
Upon reviewing the survey data from the surveys, and the obvious nonresponse bias,
another approach was needed to understand the perceptions of youth and parents who
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participated in South Carolina 4-H virtual programs. The research team contacted the 4-H
Agents again to request permission to use their participants’ contact information to
connect with them to be part of this research study. A letter describing the research was
sent via email to past participants (N = 1,669) of the eight identified South Carolina 4-H
activities offered during the COVID-19 Pandemic. One week later, a follow up email was
sent as a reminder to complete the Doodle poll if past participants wished to be part of the
research study. The research team constructed a qualitative interview protocol, consisting
of a series of overarching questions and talking points to discuss with participants. The
interview protocol was evaluated for face and content validity (Salkind, 2012) by three
faculty members in agricultural and extension education across two universities.
To establish trustworthiness within this qualitative inquiry, the recommendations
of Privitera (2020) were followed by the research team to establish credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability within the study. Privitera (2020)
describes credibility as truthfulness and parallels it to internal validity. This study was a
nonexperimental research design; therefore, the internal validity was low, meaning the
researcher had no control over the conditions or experiences of the participants (Privitera,
2020). The research team did not create or distribute the surveys to participants of the
virtual 4-H programs at their conclusion. “Transferability is applicability- the extent to
which observed results are useful, applicable, or transferable beyond the setting or
context of the research” (Privitera, 2020, p. 182). Transferability parallels to external
validity and the more natural the settings within observations are made, the higher the
external validity will be, according to Privitera (2020). The participants completed the
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surveys in their own settings at the conclusion of the activities since they were virtual and
done at the participants’ homes.
The third criteria of trustworthiness in qualitative research is dependability
(Privitera, 2020). Privitera describes dependability as consistency and is parallel to
reliability (2020). “Reliability is the consistency, stability, or repeatability of one or more
measures or observations” (Privitera, 2020, p. 93). This study will be simple to repeat for
future research. Finally, confirmability is described by Privitera (2020) as neutrality, or
the extent to which the observed results reflect the actual experiences of the participant
rather than the researcher’s perspective. The results of the participants’ surveys reflect
their actual experiences with the virtual and take home 4-H activities rather than how the
research team or host 4-H Agents thought.
The interviews were conducted with four families (four adults, seven children;
(n = 11)) across South Carolina. One family could not make the live interview and was
emailed the questions to go over together as a family, then send back to the research team
to be included in the qualitative research design. Each interview consisted of one family
(average of four members) and lasted an average of 28 minutes. After the three focus
group interviews and the written interview were completed, the research team analyzed
the data using the constant comparative method (Glasser & Strauss, 1967). The research
team used the Zoom interviews, interview transcripts, and interviewer notes to triangulate
the data, allowing codes, themes, and categories emerge. The constant comparative
method allows the data, including the participants voice, to speak for itself (Glasser &
Strauss, 1967). Three rounds of coding were implemented starting with open-source
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coding. The codes from the first round were then analyzed using axial coding, where the
relationships of codes were used to establish categories (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Glasser
& Strauss, 1967). The final round implemented selective coding, allowing the
overarching themes to emerge as core themes and variables.
Palaganas et al. (2017) suggests that researchers acknowledge their inherent bias
related to their study and disclose their identify to offer reflexivity. The research team for
this study consisted of a graduate student in agricultural education, who is also an active
4-H youth development educator, along with three faculty members in agricultural and
extension education at Clemson and North Carolina State University. The graduate
student has worked in Extension for eight years and is currently completing a master’s
degree in agricultural education at Clemson University. The three faculty members have
more than 40 years of experience combined in agricultural and extension education.
Overall, the research team recognizes their bias toward Extension because of their
professional roles and feel they have overcome the bias through the established
trustworthiness of the study.
Figure 5 provides an outline of the established interview protocol used for the virtual
interviews. An example question was: “Did you participate in any of the 4-H
opportunities that were made available during the COVID-19 Pandemic? If yes, which
ones? If no, why did you not participate?”
To gain trust from the youth and to get them to open up for the conversation, the
question of “what is your favorite candy?” was asked. The interviewer asked about 4-H
membership because youth were not required to be 4-H members to participate in some
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of the activities or kits. Families were asked if they participated in any virtual or takehome 4-H activities (even though they were being interviewed for having signed up for a
program) because some non-members might not have realized that is what they were
signed up for. Participants and parents were asked whether or not they thought the
activities were age appropriate and how they could have been improved if they disagreed.
Participant perceptions of the performance of the 4-H Agent or Volunteer leader were
included in the interviews.
For the purpose of this study, the families will be described as Family #1, 2, 3,
and 4 from South Carolina 4-H Regions A, B, C and D. All the South Carolina 4-H
Regions were represented. This study also had youth from all three age divisions:
cloverbud, junior and senior.
Family #1 from South Carolina 4-H Region A has been involved for many years
with their four children and has participated in almost, if not all, all 4-H project areas.
The children’s ages range from cloverbud level to a graduating senior who is aging out
this year. When asked about their involvement in South Carolina 4-H, the family
described they did not have a lot of money at the time and were looking for a way to get
their oldest daughter involved that did not cost a fortune. The daughter was interested in
[animals], so the mom decided to start a 4-H [animal] club for other families in their
same situation. From this [animal] club of a few little girls who shared a love of [animals]
and learning, to a senior leader that has received a few thousand dollars in 4-H
scholarships this family has nothing but praise to give South Carolina 4-H.
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Family #2 hailed from South Carolina 4-H Region B. Family #2 has two middle
school aged daughters that are officers within their local club. This family moved to
South Carolina a few years ago and became involved in 4-H in their county since the
move. The daughters have many outdoor hobbies and activities when they are not doing
4-H. The parents were involved with some of the fundraising efforts for the county 4-H,
as well.
Family #3 is heavily involved in agriculture in South Carolina 4-H Region C, and
has two children, one son and one daughter. The son is cloverbud-aged, and the daughter
too young to join 4-H. Prior to the pandemic-related programs, they were not involved in
4-H. Family #4 is from South Carolina 4-H Region D and has been involved for a few
years, as the daughter is a senior member. This family has focused mainly in the natural
resources and livestock project areas.

Findings
The focus group interviews were analyzed allowing codes, themes, and categories
to emerge related to the youth and parents’ perceptions of the virtual 4-H programming
offered during the COVID-19 pandemic. The codes and themes resulted in two
overarching categories, including communication and 4-H agent/volunteer leader impact.
The first theme found throughout the interviews was communication.
Communication was then divided into two parts: pre-COVID-19 and during-COVID-19.
Family #1 [mom] mentioned they have been impressed with the level of communication
and the amount of programming offered. They said that it seemed like there were more
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newsletters sent out and that there was more information within those newsletters
compared to before COVID-19. Family #2 [the parents] detailed how there has been little
to no communication on the county level. The few details they had about 4-H activities
they found on their own through the state social media pages or the state 4-H website.
Family #2 commented that it was not just their local agent not communicating, but they
also never got any information from their local club’s volunteer leader. The family also
commented that they had just recruited a new family to join their local group, so it was
especially frustrating that this new family joined and received zero information. Family
#3 [mom] complimented the marketing strategies and graphics used for marketing
throughout the COVID-19 Pandemic. Upon seeing a ‘random Facebook ad’ for South
Carolina 4-H@Home, Family #3’s mom signed up to begin receiving the daily emails.
Family #4 commented that their 4-H Agent does a “good job” of communicating.
The second theme of the interviews was 4-H Agent/Volunteer leader impact. All
four families had something to say regarding the leadership within the county they
participate. 4-H Agent/Volunteer leader impact can further be divided into positive and
negative impacts. Family #1 describes the positive impact of their local 4-H Agent, “our
local agent is so gifted in matching the child with what will both be interesting to them
and what will grow them and push them just a little bit at just the right time.” Family #1’s
mom went on to compliment the other local agents the family works with, as well as the
state staff. Family #2’s parents described the negative impact of their local 4-H
Agent/Volunteer leader in that there was an issue with the local organization before
COVID-19 closures, but it seemed to be “explained away enough” and that they would
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let it slide after eventual communication. Family #2’s parents also mentioned that
because they were not “on the same standing as others” because they were not originally
from their county, like their local leadership. Family #3’s mom said due to their
participation in 4-H@Home, they were able to connect with their local agent. She said it
was the best thing they could have done because the local agent is “wonderful.” Family
#3’s local agent was complimented on their skills to work with younger children and that
they are so welcoming. Family #4’s 4-H member wrote they like working with their local
agent and that they do a “good job.” Family #4’s 4-H member also does a lot of projects
that are in the same wheelhouse as the 4-H agent’s.

Conclusions
“Virtual Programming did not eliminate the need for a local connection - it only
highlighted the importance of a local connection who was a broker of education among:
(a) networked programs, (b) local audiences, and (c) the land-grant institution" (J. L.
Donaldson, personal communication, July 6, 2021). After reviewing the transcripts and
recordings of the focus group interviews, two common themes arose: communication and
4-H Agent/Volunteer leader impact. Each family had a comment or opinion of a
statement regarding how they heard of the opportunities with South Carolina 4-H during
the COVID-19 Pandemic or about the 4-H Agent and Volunteer leaders in the county.
Each theme could be divided into two parts. Communication was seen as a “pre-COVID19 Pandemic” and “during-COVID-19 Pandemic” talking point. 4-H Agent and
Volunteer leader impact was described in both positive and negative ways.
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Communication was positively described by one family as “more frequent with
more details in the newsletters” during COVID-19 closures, hinting that before COVID19, the newsletters were less frequent and detailed. Another family praised the online
marketing and promotions through social media. Anecdotally, prior to COVID-19, few 4H Agents utilized graphic design programs, like Canva and MailChimp, or the Business
Suite features on social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram. Many counties
kept their websites up to date and were more responsive to phone calls and emails during
and after COVID-19.
On the other end of the spectrum, one family stated they might not rejoin because
the communication has been none this entire time. They recalled not being able to get in
communication with their local volunteer leader or their 4-H Agent. This family said
even before COVID-19-related closures communication with their 4-H Agent was
scattered. Communication is one of the most important skills within Cooperative
Extension, especially 4-H. The 4-H Agents and Volunteers are caring for and educating
other people’s children. Without effective communication, there is a loss of trust. When
communication is consistent and informative, trust is gained by the families and
stakeholders.
Another theme from this study was 4-H Agent and Volunteer impact. Families
interviewed were asked about their relationship with the local 4-H Agent or Volunteer
they worked with the most. Families #1, 3 and 4 described a positive relationship and
praised their agent. Family #2 stated they have been working with a local volunteer and
their 4-H Agent and ever since COVID-19 pandemic closures, the impacts have been
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negative. From these interviews, it is clear that 4-H Agents and Volunteers can make or
break the decision to join or re-enroll in a county program.
While it is easy to point fingers and blame the county 4-H Agents on not
communicating or offering programs during COVID-19-related closures, it can also be
challenging to make those judgements without all of the background information as to
why the agent/leader may have been absent. Israel et al. (2020) described how COVID19 affected Extension Agents with having to manage work-life balance with many
interruptions that could have affected programming efforts and communication with
clientele. Extension Agents and Volunteers could have been dealing with the virus
themselves or caring for an infected family member; caring for an elderly parent or
family member, or simply not had the resources to conduct regular work while
quarantined at home.
Recommendations
Moving forward, South Carolina 4-H Agents, Educators, Specialists, and
Volunteers should make the most conscious efforts possible when communicating with
current and potential members. This means that emails and phone calls should be
returned the same day they are received, if possible. If the questions being asked on the
calls and emails cannot be answered in the same day, make all efforts to have an answer
the next day. Social media platforms, Facebook, or Instagram, are sometimes discovered
before phone numbers or email addresses. If someone leaves a comment or sends a
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message to the social media accounts, they should be answered the same day, like a
phone call or email.
In addition to frequent and timely communication with clients, South Carolina 4H Agents, Educators, Specialists, and Volunteers need to recognize their influence on a
family choosing to join or re-enroll in 4-H programs. If the 4-H Agents are not offering a
variety of programs within the county, potential families will look to neighboring
counties for membership or lose interest altogether. Communication style by agents is
also a contributing factor to joining or re-enrolling county 4-H programs. If the agent
fails to communicate or leads the family to believe they are a bother to talk to, then those
families will not want anything to do with 4-H.
State 4-H Leaders are not only recommended, but highly encouraged, to create a
best practices list for virtual 4-H programming. If there is not a contact or list at the statelevel to aid county-level staff, then some people, especially inexperienced staff, do not
know who to turn to for answers. Table 14 outlines best practices to guide county and
local agents/volunteers communicate with their clientele.
Table 14
Best Practices for 4-H Agents, Educators, Specialists, and Volunteers in Virtual
Programming

Best Practice
Establish method of communication with county participants.
Create a contact list of people on the local, regional, and state level who can give you
more information on the virtual program.
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Advertise programs via online, hardcopy, television, or radio media.
Establish if 4-H participants will need to print materials used in virtual program.
Complete midway and end of the program check-ins on the participants.
Offer to schedule visits with participants to stay updated on them throughout the
program year.
The research team hoped for more families to interview, therefore future research
could be done using 10 families per South Carolina 4-H Region to have an even better
understanding of communication and 4-H Agent and Volunteer impact. The research
team would recommend in-person focus group meetings instead of virtual Zoom
meetings when conducting future research. Based on the interviews conducted, it was
evident the parents dominated the conversations. It almost seemed like the parents were
vicariously giving accounts for the children. Based on this knowledge, it would be
recommended that the interviews be split into a conversation with parents only, and a
separate conversation with just youth. Additionally, the questions and topics discussed
within future research should be expanded on to include use of the life skills learned in 4H among 4-H members.
Discussion
McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al., 2010) and The Essential
Elements of 4-H Youth Development connected to comments and opinions made by the
families interviewed. Being able to meet via Zoom with youth who shared similar
interests gave youth the sense of belonging and meet affiliation needs. When all of the

78

families mentioned being able to do projects and activities together, that also emphasized
how affiliation needs were met through 4-H virtual programming. Family #1 talked about
completing their record books for their [animal] project even though the show season was
cancelled. This accomplishment gave those youth the sense of mastery and independence,
as well as filled the need for achievement. Family #2 spoke of their oldest daughter’s
internship, being a club officer and teen council member, and having self-motivation
during the COVID-19 pandemic experience, an illustration of how 4-H virtual
programming met power needs. The updated concept model (Figure 6) gives examples of
how the three retention factors and essential elements were achieved during COVID-19.
These added examples can aid in future programming efforts if offering virtual or hybrid
programs.
Figure 6
Conceptual Model of Connecting McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory (Gill et al.,
2010) and The Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development with examples of 4-H
involvement
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Overall, the majority of families interviewed for this study were pleased with their
4-H Agent and Volunteer’s impact and levels of communication during and postCOVID-19. There is room for improvement in both themes. 4-H Agents and Volunteers
should continuously work on ways to improve their communication and teaching styles.
These same caring adult leaders should strive to “make the best better” even with
themselves. Clemson Extension strives to make its clientele and audiences lifelong
learners and makes the same efforts towards its employees by giving them the resources
to improve.
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